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PEREGRINATIONS_______________

JOURNAL OF MEDIEVAL ART AND ARCHITECTURE
VOLUME VIII, NUMBER 2 (AUTUMN 2022)

Review of The Edinburgh Companion to Sidonius
Apollinaris, Gavin Kelly and Joop van Waarden,
editors. Turnhout: Edinburgh University Press,
2020.
LENA WAHLGREN-SMITH
University of Southampton (History Department)

Gaius Sollius Modestus Apollinaris Sidonius (c. 430-c. 485 CE), Gallo-Roman
nobleman and, later in life, bishop of Clermont-Ferrand, is a writer of enormous
potential interest to historians, art historians, and students of Latin literature. I can
think of no other 5th-century writer who gives the reader such a strong sense of
stepping straight into the picture. At the same time, he is not easy to read and not
always easy to interpret. When I trained as a Latinist several decades ago, Sidonius
was certainly an author to be approached with trepidation. Not only was his
language difficult and the motives behind his presentation sometimes obscure, but
there seemed to be very little in the way of resources for a student who wanted to
put his writings into context. Having recently had occasion to return to his writings,
it is gratifying to be able to report there has a been an upsurge in Sidonian studies,
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Sidonius Apollinaris, Epistolae, in Latin, manuscript on vellum, France [?], late 10th
century. Photo: https://www.christies.com/lot/lot-sidonius-apollinaris-epistolae-inlatin-6217472/
covering all aspects from manuscript studies to social context. An important part of
this is the Edinburgh-based ‘Sidonius for the 21st Century’ project led by Professor
Gavin Kelly, which took its inception in the early 2010s (Editions – Sidonius
Apollinaris (sidonapol.org). The present volume, which is an offshoot of this project,
contains exactly the wide range of presentation my postgraduate self would have
been so grateful for, from examinations of the manuscript tradition and problems
confronting editors to analyses of the social, political, and literary context and
studies in later reception. It is particularly pleasing to see that equal weight is given
to the three genres in which Sidonius wrote: letters, verse panegyric, and occasional
poetry.
Sidonius has a great deal to offer historians of art and architecture:
descriptions of buildings and objects are an essential part of his self-presentation.
174
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His collection of letters and poems is characterised by a peculiarly visual style, based
on lists and semantic variation. In a letter (II. 2) inviting a friend to stay, he walks the
reader around his estate, conjuring up the image of a rural idyll. The size and
location of the various rooms in the bath house, the conical shapes which form the
bath house roof, the situation of an outdoors pool, the lion-head ornamentation of
the pipes which feed water into the pool, the view over the lake from the dining
room -- all these are described in loving detail. He even extends his description to
features which are not present: no marble pillars from Paros or Phrygia, no improper
paintings of nude athletes on the bath house walls. The aim is to present an enticing
alternative to the oppressive heat and bustle of the town where his friend is
currently residing. In another letter (II. 9), he describes two villas belonging to
friends, one of them enhanced by a superb library. Letter IV. 8 is the response to a
request for a set of verses to be placed around a silver basin (described) which his
friend intends to present to the Visigothic queen Ragnahilda in a bid to secure her
support: again, we get quite a clear image of what this artifact might have looked
like. At the same time, there is a danger -- flagged up by several contributors to this
volume -- against taking the Sidonius’ descriptions at face value.
The whole conception of Sidonius’ collection, as well as the subject matter and
structure of individual letters are very much in imitation of the famous collection of
Pliny the Younger. The trope of the elegant rural villa as the embodiment of
aristocratic otium is very much a Plinian one. At the same time, Sidonius’ letter
collection is the product of a very different world. Sidonius was writing several
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decades after the 410 sack of Rome by Alaric and the Visigoths. In the early parts of
the century, the Vandals had passed through Gaul and crossed over to Africa, where
they reached Carthage in 439. Sidonius was a young man when the Huns invaded
Gaul, and only a little older when the Vandals sacked Rome in 455. The Visigoth
kingdom of Toulouse in southern Gaul had been founded before he was born. In the
north-east, the Second Burgundian kingdom was established during his childhood,
and, in northern Gaul, there were the Franks. Situated in the Auvergne, he was
sandwiched between barbarian kingdoms. Making your way in this changed
landscape required careful negotiation. Sidonius in his famous portrait of the
Visigoth king Theoderic (letter I. 1) presents a mirror for princes, with Theoderic as
the ideal cultured monarch. On the other hand, he is noticeably unsettled to learn
that a friend has actually gone to the trouble of learning Gothic to communicate with
his new Burgundian masters. (For an in-depth discussion of these and related issues,
see Sigrid Mratschek’s chapter on ‘Sidonius’ Social World’; for the political context
Joop van Waarden, ‘Sidonius’ Life in Photo Negative’, and Michael Kulikowski,
‘Sidonius’ Political World’.)
This political and cultural context is crucial for understanding what function
Sidonius’ descriptive writings serve. It has long been recognised that his picture of
an aristocratic villa culture in 5th century Gaul is insufficiently supported by the
archaeological material, whether due to chance or because it represents an idealised
image which never existed in real life. Mratschek deals with this problem elegantly
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by approaching the issue from the point of view of self-presentation, looking at what
the trope means to Sidonius rather than how it corresponds to historical reality.
As several of the authors in this volume make clear, Sidonius’ preoccupation with
literary elegance and architectural splendour is very much about hanging onto a
sense of Romanitas, of Roman identity, in a changing world. With the Western
Empire gradually splitting off into smaller kingdoms under new barbarian rulers, it
became harder to cling to Roman citizenship for a sense of self. The one thing that
still worked to give the elite class a sense of belonging was the sense of a common
cultural and educational identity. It is in this context we must place Sidonius’ use of
his model Pliny the Younger as an attempt to use the past to create identity and
promote cultural revival.
I have concentrated so far on topics that are most likely to be of interest to
readers of a journal on art and architecture, but this approach risks giving a very
limited idea of what this volume has to offer. Its six clearly structured parts provides
an abundance of approaches from a variety of scholarly fields.
Part I is concerned with establishing the basic historical framework of
Sidonius’ writing. Leading off with Joop van Waarden’s chapter, which focuses on
the difficulties of reconstructing the biography of an author who is, to a great extent,
the only available source for his own life, we then have Ralph Mathisen’s chapter on
Sidonius’ people which uses a range of methods (prosopography, statistical network
analysis, and social network analysis) to analyse all the information we have on
contemporary or near-contemporary individuals mentioned in Sidonius’ works.
177
Published by Digital Kenyon: Research, Scholarship, and Creative Exchange, 2022

Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art and Architecture, Vol. 8, Iss. 2 [2022]

These, as well as the following chapter by Gavin Kelly on placing Sidonius’ letters in
their chronological and political context, are enormously helpful to any reader trying
to understand the background to any specific letter or poem. Kelly, it should be
noted, specifically warns against the overconfidence in dating by earlier scholarship.
Part II of the volume widens the horizons by treating Sidonius in his political,
social, and religious context. I have already referenced the chapters by Kulikowski
and Mratschek in my discussion of Romanitas above. Mratschek’s contribution takes
the form of a diptych with a chapter on Sidonius’ Social World followed by one on
Sidonius’ Self-presentation. The former of these gives valuable insights into the
surrounding culture of aristocratic leisure and epistolary networks as well as Roman
perceptions of barbarians. At the same time, Lisa Bailey (‘Sidonius and Religion’)
reminds us not to focus so much on the Roman aristocrat aspect of Sidonius’ persona
as to neglect his religious preoccupations as a Christian bishop.
Part III enters further into the literary context of these works. Isabella
Gualandri’s chapter on intertextuality goes beyond the superficial recognition of
quotations and borrowed tropes to analyse the various mechanisms of allusion and
how they function, how allusion is triggered, and how the author works with an
arsenal of quotation, variation, and amplification.
The following three chapters (by Annick Stoehr-Monjou, Franca Ela
Consolino and Roy Gibson), deal separately with the three genres (panegyrics, verse,
and letters) represented in the oeuvre of Sidonius. I was particularly interested in
Stoehr-Monjou’s work on ‘Sidonius’ Panegyrics’ as this is a genre which tends to be
178
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undervalued and overlooked. This reading of S’s verse panegyric in the wider
context of the genre and the role of the historical examples used by the poet
enhances our understanding both of Sidonius and the Late Antique genre. In her
chapter on ‘Sidonius’s Shorter Poems,’ Consolino explores Sidonius’ interaction with
the poetical canon an discusses to what extent his poems constitute innovations.
Roy Gibson’s chapter on ‘The Correspondence’ focuses on Sidonius’ letter collection
as a composition in their own right. While this hardly seems revolutionary for any
student of medieval epistolography, it does shift the way this particular writer is
traditionally viewed and is very much to be welcomed. The author is here placed in
the context both of his own contemporaries or near-contemporaries and his Classical
models.
Part IV is dedicated to stylistic and linguistic aspects -- which in the case of
Sidonius -- are very central aspects indeed. The visual and exuberant quality of his
writing which I have mentioned above is dealt with fully in Etienne Wolf’s chapter
on ‘Sidonius’ Vocabulary, Syntax, and Style.’ In the following chapter, Joop van
Waarden approaches the currentlquestion of the use of singular and plural
pronouns. While the authorial ‘we’ was of long standing, the practice of using the
plural ‘you’ (‘vos’) instead of the singular (‘tu’) to denote respect was only gradually
coming into use in this period. Van Waarden shows how Sidonius deliberately plays
with the dual possibilities created by this new usage in order to manipulate his
reader.
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Apollinaris Sidonius, Espistolae et Carmina, Leon?, North Spain, 2nd half of 12th c., MS
246. Photo: https://www.schoyencollection.com/literature-collection/classical-romanliterature-collection/c omplete-sidonius-ms-246

Chapters 14 (Silvia Condorelli) and 15 (Joop van Waarden and Gavin Kelly)
deal with the more specialised questions of metre and rhythm. The distinction
between metre and rhythm is one relevant to both poetry and prose, as Sidonius
lived at a time when the rhetorical practice of providing metrical endings to prose
clauses was being replaced by the use of rhythmical endings. Van Waarden and
Kelly suggest that in the case of prose rhythm a nuanced interpretation is required,
perhaps involving other parts of the sentence as well. The difficulty, presumably,
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Sidonius in Ms. Plut. 45.26, f. 1r, Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana,
second half 12th century. Photo: Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana,
http://mss.bmlonline.it/s.aspx?Id=AWOIefZ9I1A4r7GxMHuU&c=Sidonii%20Ep
istolae#/book
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would be knowing in how far any internal rhytmical clausula is intentional or
simply a case of where the investigator’s eye happens to fall. Condorelli’s discussion
on poetic metre situates Sidonius in the Classical tradition as well as against the
newly developing rhythmic prosody.
Part V deals with the history of the text and the history of Sidonian
scholarship. It starts with the specialised, but vital question of the manuscript
tradition (Franz Dolveck). Sidonius was a popular author in the Middle Ages and
early Renaissance and thus is served quite well by 77 surviving manuscripts of his
entire work and many more containing extracts. The latest substantial work on the
tradition was carried out by Lütjohann in the 1880s and a revision was long overdue.
It is therefore very exciting to see that this chapter contains not only a full census of
the extant manuscripts but a completely new suggestion for a stemma. I have not
had time to sit down and evaluate this, but it looks interesting. Luciana Furbetta
(‘Sidonius Scholarship: Fifteenth to Nineteenth Centuries’) and Silvia Condorelli
(‘Sidonius Scholarship: Twentieth to Twenty-First Centuries’) trace the history of
Sidonian scholarship from the first printed edition to the present day. These very
thorough surveys should be of great assistance to any scholar entering the field of
Sidonian studies. This part is rounded of by a thoughtful discussion of the issues
involved in translating Sidonius, contributed by Roger Green who is himself
working on a new translation for Liverpool University Press.
The final part of this volume is devoted to Sidonius reception. It is already
well known that Sidonius was a popular writer in the Middle Ages, being
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particularly influential during the so-called Twelfth Century Renaissance where his
influence can be traced e.g. among Cistercian letter-writers. On the other hand, his
earlier reception closer to his own time has tended to receive less attention. The
chapter by Ralph Matisen reveals how Sidonius’ writings were read and transmitted
in his lifetime and shortly after his death, finding their way, for instance, into
Gregory of Tour’s History. The Codex Sangallensis receives particular attention. This
early reception history is a fascinating topic and notes for further reading are
provided by the author.
As for the more studied High Middle Ages, Tina Chronopoulos’s chapter
(‘Glossing Sidonius in the Middle Ages’) takes this part of Sidonian reception studies
to a completely new level by showing not just who read him, but how he was read in
the 12th century, through her analysis of the glosses of a French MS. This is precisely
the kind of approach that is needed to take reception studies further: the detailed,
focused investigation of a carefully chosen source. In the following chapter,
Jesús Hernández Lobato (‘Sidonius in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance’) takes
us forward in time, through the 12th and 13th centuries over the Quattrocento and the
15th century, when Late Antique literature enjoyed something of a renaissance, into
the 16th century where Sidonius’ flamboyant Latin fell foul of the new Ciceronians.
The emphasis here is on the changing literary and cultural climate and how Sidonius
fits or does not fit into the intellectual universe of different generations. Joop van
Waarden’s chapter on ‘Sidonius Reception: Sixteenth to Nineteenth Centuries’
focuses on Early Modern and modern France, and to a lesser extent on Germany and
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Britain, and shows how the new historicising approach to the literature of the past
with its romantic interest in barbarians gave Sidonius a new significance. Filomena
Giannotti’s chapter on ‘Sidonius Reception: Late Nineteenth to Twenty-First
Centuries’ contributes some interesting material on Sidonius as the focus of
Auvergnat regionalism and also discusses some novels from a wider area.
The volume is rounded off by a brief but thoughtful epilogue by Gavin Kelly and
Joop van Waarden, which sums up the advances made to date and points the way
for future studies. First on the list is a new critical edition, together with
commentaries at undergraduate level and translations easily accessible for nonacademic readers. More work on historical, linguistic and intertextual aspects are
also mentioned. As recognised by the epilogue, one aspect which is not covered in
this volume is that of archaeology and material culture. This certainly seems an area
where more work could throw up very interesting discoveries indeed.
With the exception of material culture, this rich volume appears to cover
almost every aspect of Sidonius’ life and oeuvre that a student of the period might
look for. It not only represents an enormous advance in the understanding of this
author, but also suggests ways in which other authors, in this and other periods,
might profitably be approached. It will add greatly to the field of Sidonius studies
and doubtless stimulate further exploration of the author, his genres, and his time.
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